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Introduction: Bringing Meaning to Media Success

Aaron Barlow

Ronald Reagan—If there is any name that embodies the power that stardom can achieve, it is his. Though never quite reaching one of the top spots in the Hollywood firmament, Reagan seized the power that his reasonably bright stardom afforded him and turned it into a political force as strong as any seen in 20th-century America. Though his brilliance did not lie in his ideas or originality (and he would have agreed), he was absolutely unmatched in his skill in transforming one sort of power into another . . . in taking what he had learned in one arena and making it work in his new endeavor. All successful national politicians since have turned to Hollywood to teach them how to be a star, for stars they must be. And they can thank Reagan for that.

Reagan, of course, wasn’t the first or only media star to become a presence on the national political stage. His contemporary George Murphy was California senator while Reagan was governor of that same state. There have been plenty of others, the most recent being comedian Al Franken, now a senator from Minnesota. Another, much earlier comedian Will Rogers could easily have run for office and won—his political humor had made him one of the most popular people of his time. Franken, though, has abandoned his humor, for the most part, in his developing political persona, trying for a gravitas that would never have worked back in his days on Saturday Night Live. Reagan, on the other hand, carried the signature earnestness he developed during his earliest days in film all the way to the White House.

After all, though there had been a real George Gipp, it is Reagan who is remembered today in the commonplace “Let’s win one for the Gipper” associated with the 1940 movie Knute Rockne, All American, in which Reagan, of course, played the earnest Gipp.

There have been media stars, of course, ever since there have been media. Even before. The griots and poets of orality cultures were certainly known throughout their own cities and villages—and even beyond—but, except in rare cases (Homer and Virgil first come to mind, of course), their power rested pretty much within their professions and not far beyond the sounds of their voices. The rulers and the warriors around them held what may have seemed to be the real power in their own communities, and the entertainers knew they could never gain the brute force necessary for displacing them directly. In fact, they knew, even back in the days of antiquity, that, if they were to have power at all, it had to come through their ability to make people happy, at least initially, to divert them and relax them, and not through threats or violence.

Oh, there was one more avenue to power open to media stars, one that probably led to the development of the “politician.” They could develop power through their own machinations. One way or another, they knew it certainly wasn’t going to come at the point of a sword.

Still entertainers in the old days were most always close to power, and that certainly lured some of them to try to find their own ways to grab it. Palace plots, intrigue—these weren’t simply part of the art portrayed but were part of the lives of the artists. Being so often physically close to power, the taste for power, for the ability to make a difference—in one’s own life, one’s family, and one’s community—has surely been in the artist’s mouth since the earliest of times.

Recognition that not all power rests in the force of arms was critical to the success of media stars anyhow. Sometimes, certainly, the court jesters even managed to work their ways into becoming the powers behind the thrones. Some of them, in this sense, were among the first real politicians.

For a number of reasons, many of them technological in nature (and related to the Industrial Revolution) by the Romantic Revolution of the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the power of the artist had begun to change—as had his or her position in society. No longer was he (or, far too rarely, she) quite so dependent on the largess of the physical ruler, but the entertainer could now eke out a living (or better) performing before broader audiences—Shakespeare and his contemporaries had shown the way a couple of centuries before, but patronage had made even that expansion possible. It was only at the time of Tom Paine and then Lord Byron, when dependence on a patron for largess and protection was no longer so absolutely necessary, that an artist could become—dare we say it?—a public revolutionary. Or, at least, a political gadfly.

Oh, and a walking profit center. It was at this point, also, if one wants to look at it most cynically, that the roles of entertainers and politicians began to diverge. It would be almost two centuries (if you discount incidents like John Wilkes Booth leaping from a stage to kill a president) before the two would once more begin to merge.

Even though the Romantic Revolution had put forth a new vision of the artist, the tainted image of the popular entertainer (not the one surviving on patronage, but the one serving poorer audiences) as an itinerant and probably immoral ne’er-do-well remained. Mark Twain’s duke and dauphin in Huckleberry Finn are probably closer to the 19th-century image of the entertainer than anything Romantic poet William Wordsworth put forward. It was only with the advent of electronic media that the entertainer as a unique and honorable professional really began to come into his own. Or, perhaps, I might more accurately say, into her own. Electronic media had more to do with women’s suffrage and liberation than is generally suspected, in part because the new media industries had not quite settled into patriarchy before women had begun to carve out roles for themselves.

There is an irony to this. At the same time that stardom and success of entertainers could not be denied, the new media of film (most notably) began to develop its own misogyny. Still, though Svengalis and executives tried to control them, it was womens’ voices on the recordings, their faces on the screens, and those voices and faces carried a great deal of power. Though progress was often in fits and starts, and Hollywood soon slid back from its early promise of sexual equality, there were women directors and women producers almost from the beginning of the motion-picture industry. One of the great studios, United Artists, counted a woman, Mary Pickford, among its founders. These successes faded, unfortunately, as the entrenched sexism behind those who created the studio structure began to make itself felt, but they were not completely forgotten.

There was always room for women writers, both for the screen and about it in newspapers and magazines, and film editing was so long a woman’s realm that it actually came to be degraded in the eyes of the misogynist Hollywood moguls who had come to control the industry and who had frozen women out of many industry roles, for the time being (though it has proven to be a long time being), at least.

But nothing could deny the woman on the screen, and it was only a matter of time before the pitched battles of the likes of Bette Davis against the Jack Warners of studio management exploded into a future when more and more women would take control of their own roles both on the screen and in the industry. This has happened, of course, though with neither the speed nor the finality that many had hoped for or expected. Too few women, for example, find themselves at the helm of film projects today, the word director behind their names.

Perhaps the greatest success for the movement toward woman’s equality in electronic entertainment was that force of media called Lucille Ball. Like Ronald Reagan, she was never at the top of the Hollywood film-industry hierarchy, but, also like Reagan, she was a great student of what was happening around her. She paid attention to what others were doing, to what worked and what did not. She learned, and she never forgot. It can almost seem, looking back, that her years before television were merely her way of getting ready for television—just as Reagan’s years in the movies can easily be seen as his own preparation—for politics. She remains the archetypal television star and the fount of almost all sitcom humor.

A few years ago, I wrote an article about Yakima Canutt. Entitled “The Greatest Cowboy Star You’ve Never Heard Of,” it dealt with the career of perhaps the most important early stuntman, someone who worked on around 200 movies from the 1920s through the 1960s, primarily westerns (he was known for handling animals without hurting them) but also as a renegade soldier who tries to attack Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind (1939) and as the second-unit director and choreographer of the famous chariot race in the 1959 remake of Ben-Hur. Though he had started out as an extra and then a stuntman working for the likes of early cowboy star Tom Mix, he was soon featured in his own films, but gave that up at about the time sound films came in. He had a few speaking roles in early John Wayne movies for Republic Pictures, but he had already turned his attention to creating the stunts that made him legendary within the film industry.

A slight brush with stardom had proven enough for “Yak.” He was not interested, apparently, in what it could bring him or with what he could do with the fame and power he might be able to gather. He saw no advantage in it to himself or to his own creative endeavors. In fact, he had greater freedom to follow his own interests when not a star than he would have found, had he continued on the quest for stardom.

Canutt made the opposite decision from that of many who have since become household names, some of whom deliberately set out to become stars simply for the power and career freedom they felt they could find. Notable among these in later years is Bruce Springsteen, who was a middling successful rocker for over the first decade of his career—before deciding to become a star and creating a carefully planned track for doing so.

In that article about Canutt, I also wrote of Springsteen, saying that he “deliberately set out to reach as high a level of fame (and of an income that supported his future endeavors) as he could with his Born in the U.S.A. album. Since that success, he has looked less to fame than to satisfying his own artistic drives.”1 Fame, for Springsteen, was as freeing as it was confining to the mind of Canutt. As confining (as we will see in the second volume of this set) as it would be for novelist Mario Puzo, whose own quest for fame was every bit as plotted as Springsteen’s.

Canutt, Puzo, Springsteen, Reagan, Ball: these entertainers knew what they were about, though they made decisions relating to their career paths that set them far apart from each of the others. Canutt wanted freedom (not power) behind the scenes; Puzo wanted to be able to live by his skills as a novelist; Springsteen wanted to be able to create without having to worry about audience reaction, about what the impact of his latest project might be on his career; Reagan wished to be in control; and Ball wanted to entertain. Each had her or his own vision of star power and of what it could—or could not—bring. Today’s artists represent as broad a spectrum as this of ideas about star power and of desires that they wish to realize through it.

Today’s entertainers, though, only have possibilities for moving beyond their current roles because of what entertainers in the past accomplished— or did not, for as many lessons have been learned through failure as through success.

For each of the stars whose power is discussed in the following chapters, there are at least a dozen others who would have done just as well. This—along with its accompanying volume—is not meant as a comprehensive study of star power but an introduction to the ways in which stars use their power. In this first volume, we dip into the history of star power, attempting to show the breadth and the problems and successes that stars of all sorts—from politicians to poets to performers—have faced over the years in trying to branch out from their base of success. Then we look at some of the various ways stars have tried to leverage their fame—just a few, but providing an introduction to the variety of roles stars today play— beyond their primary roles in the media.

The variety of approaches found in these chapters is extensive. Some are quite conversational and personal; others are scholarly, rigorous in their presentations. Each one, though, provides both insights and information that can be valuable to anyone from a casual reader to scholars who are themselves on research voyages. Useful information (like entertainment) comes in a variety of guises, and the writers here have chosen their approaches, in part, to match their subject matter, illuminating through style as much as through, say, footnotes.

Section 1, “Backgrounds on Electronic Media, Stardom, and Consequences,” provides a look at some of the early attempts to bring meaning to success in the New Media of the past—and of the consequences, which could often be quite negative or, at best, not really what one might have expected. The purpose of this section is to show what stars, particularly those of the past, have been up against as they have set out to become more than simply the images on the screen or the sounds of popular music—or even the progenitors of ink splotches on pages. For many of the early stars of electronic media, there was also the question of invention: Just what is a star, anyway? Theirs was a journey of discovery, did they wish to take it. Some, though not nearly all, did.

Section 2, “Moving beyond Stardom,” deals with a range of today’s stars, who have taken on a mission, using the benefit of their celebrity or their skill as a creator to further certain causes or to explore certain areas of especial interest to them. They have a different focus, a personal focus, one that is not only the basis for what they are doing but that guides their particular activities. They are comfortable with the success they have already achieved but uncomfortable simply resting at the level they have attained. These are stars (though one is hardly a household name—though she should be) who, on attaining a level of satisfaction in their careers, have decided to move on, perhaps a little more dangerously.

Again, this collection is in no way either complete or comprehensive. That is, there are plenty of other celebrities just as deserving of attention as any of these—and not all of the possibilities for the use of star power are discussed, not by any means. But, in a world where power and influence are usually measured simply in dollar terms, this volume and the second one in the set may just show that, as often as not, the celebrated people with a real impact on the world are not always those with the power and money to impose their brand. Instead, they are those who use their brands in more nuanced fashions, for better or worse trying to change the ways the rest of us live.




Note

1. Aaron Barlow, “The Greatest Cowboy Star You’ve Never Heard Of,” in Film and Television Stardom, ed. Kylo-Patrick Hart (Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008), 298.






Section 1 
 Backgrounds on Electronic Media, Stardom, and Consequences

The history of celebrities attempting to use the power of their names to gain more power, to enter new fields, to engage their political beliefs, to help others, to make money—the list is long and complex—is a history of attempt and, often, of failure. That’s to be expected: celebrities have always gained their star power through risk. It’s what they know, and they have succeeded through it.

Celebrities who make it to the top, certainly, of media stardom have little fear of falling on their faces or making fools of themselves. They do it all the time—that’s what keeps the tabloids in business. Their senses of boundaries are vague, whether they are in show business or politics, yet their successes, paradoxically, sometimes give them the idea that they are always going to succeed and that they are the ones, as Bob Dylan says:


That can do what’s never been done 
That can win what’s never been won



What they forget are the next two lines:


Meantime life outside goes on 
All around you.



Life is all about failure. His “It’s Alright Ma (I’m Only Bleeding)” is just about 50 years old, but Dylan’s truth, and its implicit warning, is as evident today as it ever was: There is no special dispensation. And one win does not guarantee the next.

Hubris, the self-confidence and pride that often come with success, carries with it the potential popular satisfaction of seeing the mighty fall, so frequently does it happen. We love it when Mel Gibson is arrested or Anthony Wiener has to resign from Congress. We love it when Charlie Sheen goes on tour after being fired from his television show after headlines concerning drug, alcohol, and domestic abuse—our love of it keeps the story going, giving us something to look forward to from our entertainment news sources each new day.

Thing is, not all of the falls are deserved. Some, in fact, are orchestrated by those who have developed some sort of animosity toward the celebrity—or because the celebrity just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. On the other hand, there are plenty of celebrities— and not just Charlie Sheen—who have done incredibly stupid things. Sometimes their careers survive, sometimes not. The jury is still out, for Sheen. For others, including Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, the verdict was catastrophic—and not necessarily just figuratively.

Arbuckle was a colleague of two of the celebrities discussed in Section 1 of this volume, Mabel Normand and Charlie Chaplin. A woman died, at least partially as the result of a party he threw in 1921, and he was held responsible. The trials, to say the least, were sensational—and Hollywood’s attitude toward publicity (the Hearst organization made as much as it could of the hullabaloo) was changed forever. From that time on, publicity agents became more than simply promoters of star images, now serving also in roles of damage control. First Normand and then Chaplin also felt the wrath of the Hearst papers, though these were only part of the forces aligned against them.

True media stardom began with the introduction of the movies—more so than the introduction of sound recording, for it was the faces that people identified with most strongly, and moving faces even more so. One of the people who saw most quickly what was going to happen with the movies was Theodore Roosevelt. Never one to hide his ideas under a bushel, Roosevelt told everyone he could about the possibilities of the movies, urging them to take up this new technology. One of the people he proselytized was an Oklahoman named Jack Abernathy who had made a reputation as a fighter of wolves—by hand. He did then film his exploits and then made what had to have been one of the first cowboy movies.

Abernathy learned from his experience, learned what it means to manipulate the populace through the emerging media of his time, and he taught how to do it to his kids. They turned into, perhaps, the first reality stars generations before the advent of reality television. Though completely forgotten today, they were as sensational in their time as Honey Boo Boo has been this last year or two.

As sensational, though at the other end of the spectrum, were (and are) the killers, the people who we claim to loathe but love to watch. When Jack Abernathy made his cowboy movies, he used outlaws, copsand-robbers themes in the Wild West. He was tapping into something that had already become extremely popular through writings by the likes of Ned Buntline and shows like that of Buffalo Bill. Shoot-’em-ups have retained their popularity through evolving images of the bad guys and innovations in media, producing a type of fame not only for actors but for the real criminals who become stars through headlines—perhaps the real reality television.

The only real skill the Abernathy kids had—besides the ability to manipulate the media—was endurance. That’s part of why they have been forgotten. But even people who exhibited great talent, such as Mabel Normand, have disappeared into the great sinkhole of history. Normand not only was one of the biggest stars of her time but also exhibited extraordinary talent in screenwriting, directing, and other behind-the-camera activities. An amazing and fearless personality, she was nevertheless brought down by a press that was also beginning to make extensive use of electronic possibilities, spreading news nationwide instantly.

Her colleague Charlie Chaplin probably seemed, in the 1920s, to be the one person in the country—in the world—whom no one could touch. And he certainly did appear to feel invincible after his world tour during the early years of the Depression. The greatest minds in the world, people like Albert Einstein and George Bernard Shaw, were delighted to make his acquaintance. Suddenly, he was an expert on everything he thought to talk about, and people listened with rapt attention and nodding heads.

But, though Chaplin might have been a master at understanding how audiences would react to the slapstick antics and sentimental stories he created, he knew quite little about how well they would listen when he started talking politics and economics. What seemed simple and clear to him was neither simple nor clear to many others. And it’s true; his political vision was naïve at the best of it—even when he was 100 percent right. He thought he knew the press, and he had certainly seen what it can do when it turns against someone, but he never believed, I don’t think, that it would turn against him.

Ezra Pound’s arrogance, though quite different from Chaplin’s, also turned on political naïveté that led him to speak when, perhaps, he should have been a little more circumspect. In many ways, he is the spiritual grandfather of today’s conspiracy theorists, having found a convenient scapegoat of his own—the Jews—to blame for the Great Depression. This led him firmly into the arms of the Italian Fascist movement and, ultimately, into a mental hospital (rightly or wrongly) after the war. His arrogance led him not only to believe that he could convince the United States to stay out of the war but also to broadcast his views from Mussolini’s Italy before and during American participation in the hostilities.

Eddie Cantor’s naïveté is only evident in hindsight. Quite simply, a creature of his time and culture, he was unable to see around what he was doing to understand the damage that his performances in blackface perpetuated. This has caused his disappearance from the history of American entertainment as completely as Normand’s, yet he, too, was an incredibly popular and important star of his time. Not only that, but he set the stage for celebrity philanthropy as it has been practiced ever since.



Going back a century, the places of the movies, the star, politics, and even the publicity stunt were quite different from what they are today. Everything was quite different, of course.

Some people knew things were changing, though, and a few even understood that a new age of celebrity was dawning. One of them, it should be no surprise, was Teddy Roosevelt, perhaps the first truly modern American politician and one of the first media celebrities. That he, as you will read, early on recognized the importance of the new electronic media, especially movies, doesn’t seem remarkable in hindsight. However, imagine a politician, in 1998, inviting a blogger or two along as T.R. did filmmakers as he set out for Cuba and what came to be known as “San Juan Hill.” That never would have happened, of course; the politicians of our time were blind to the changes just starting. In fact, it wasn’t until the blogs were well established in the next decade that politicians started to take notice of them at all. Even then, during the 2004 presidential election, it was new and nervy when Howard Dean started making use of what would soon come to be known as “social media.” T.R., on the other hand, was what some would now call a real “early adopter,” a person anxious to explore the possibilities of a new technology before anyone else even suspected those possibilities might be rising. Few politicians have ever fit into that category.

Try to imagine, for example, what it might have been like if George W. Bush, president a century after Roosevelt, had invited bloggers and other new media types to join him to record his presidency the way T.R. did filmmakers. It’s impossible. Still, imagine what the record of the Bush years would look like and how would it be seen by history had it been recorded directly by bloggers and not by the White House Press Corps that comedian Stephen Colbert so famously called “stenographers.” That is, how differently would it be seen by history? We’ll never know.

Along with an eye for emerging technologies, T.R. possessed what could only be called an innate sense of the value of stardom—his own and that of anyone else. It could easily be argued that his rise and power evolved, in large part, from his understanding and crafty manipulation of the new media of his time and from his ability to create and recreate his own image within the media. Hundreds of films, whose making the president had encouraged (perhaps even demanded), that relate to his presidency still exist, including a publicly available series of 108 at the Library of Congress called “Theodore Roosevelt: His Life and Times on Film.” These could have been made only because the president understood the power of the moving picture and embraced it as an aspect of his own ambition and power.

Roosevelt’s utilization of film was one of the first of the few times that a major politician did not look warily at a new technology, embracing it instead, and utilizing it to his advantage well before the opposition knew what hit them. Another, 30 years later, would be when his cousin Franklin began to make use of radio during the Great Depression, most famously with his “fireside chats.” A third, after another 30 years, would show up in Jack Kennedy’s understanding of the power of television—of the image on television, something that Dick Nixon would come to know just a little too late, days after, rather than just before, their famous televised debate.

Franklin Roosevelt and Jack Kennedy were true media stars—not stars of nascent technologies whose impact, to tell the truth, was probably negligible, as in T.R.’s case. They weren’t simply politicians manipulating media but politicians creating star images that would attract media, which would then manipulate themselves for them. Though they did not help introduce or popularize any of the technologies they used (a major difference between them and T.R.), they were the groundbreakers for people like Ronald Reagan, an actual Hollywood star who made the transition into politics through an understanding of the power of stardom, an understanding that his three predecessors had shared but that Reagan made necessary for the future. Ronald Reagan, the most powerful “star” ever (i.e., one coming out of entertainment media), learned as much, perhaps, from these stars of political media as he ever did from the much more confined vision of the simple Hollywood star. He turned a corner, concentrating on stardom more than on the media that conveyed his stardom, something commonplace with today’s stars, who think less of the particular medium than of how they can use the entire media package to facilitate their stardom, something politicians, for the most part, are still struggling to do, Reagan’s example notwithstanding.

The story told here, however, isn’t just of T.R. or of political stars. In fact, no story of power and stardom is ever really the story of a single individual (not even Reagan succeeded alone), for stardom itself is based on interaction. Sometimes it is interaction through media, but the connection, the one facilitated by media, needs to be there—or at least be possible—in the first place. No star can exist without an audience, and the power of the star is based on the trust or at least cooperation of that audience, a bond that, once broken, is hardly ever regained.

Unless counted in purely the financial terms of absolute gain (and that’s not clever, for money, too, can disappear as quickly as it comes), star power, then, is ephemeral—as in the case of the Abernathys, father and sons, as essayist Jerry Holt shows. Almost completely forgotten now, the sons were big stars in the years before World War I, not just on-screen, but because of things they could do—and did—offscreen but before live and media audiences.

When film enthusiast T.R., with the proselytizing fervor of a new convert, told Jack Abernathy that he should film his skills with wolves and as a lawman, Abernathy took the words to heart, creating movies as a sideline and, at the same time, gathering a sense of the new electronic limelight, one that he would pass on to his young sons. That his movies still exist, when much from the time and even later has disappeared, shows that he certainly managed at least some success with his prototype westerns. Yet Abernathy was soon eclipsed in fame by his sons and died in relative obscurity, his own fame having proven, unlike T.R.’s, as fleeting as that of a one-hit-wonder half a century later.

His sons, Louis and Temple, with their father’s backing and, I am sure, relying upon his growing understanding of media manipulation, became much more famous than their father, first trotting into stardom behind Theodore Roosevelt’s car in a 1910 New York City parade—after riding the entire distance from Frederick, Oklahoma, a trip of more than 1,500 miles. They stopped in every town they could along the way, for parades and celebrations. Quite a feat that ride of theirs was, for a 12-year-old and his 7-year-old brother! But that was just the first. A string of similar treks (ancient precursors of the stunts of reality television) kept them famous for several years, though they had been forgotten almost completely by the time to hoopla of World War I had died down.

Jack Abernathy (January 28, 1876, to January 11, 1941, born John Reeves Abernathy), nicknamed “Catch-Em-Alive,” was both a filmmaker and a lawman. Appointed U.S. marshal by President Theodore Roosevelt, he resigned in 1910, during the presidency of William Howard Taft, having traveled from Oklahoma to Washington, D.C., according to The New York Times of December 8, 1910, “to answer charges, but owing to a great crush of Congressional collers [sic] the Marshal was kept waiting all morning. After demanding several times to see the Attorney General, Abernathy wrote his resignation.” Some things about celebrities don’t change—and sometimes star power is fleeting! Abernathy had other fish to fry, anyhow, for he next went to New York City where he met up with his growing-famous sons at the end of their riding trip and, probably, Theodore Roosevelt once more.

Louis Van Abernathy (December 17, 1899, to March 6, 1979) and Temple Reeves Abernathy (March 25, 1904, to December 10, 1986) were the oldest children of Jack Abernathy. They became stars of the fledgling media themselves through a series of publicity stunts involving long horseback, motorcycle, or automobile rides while still young children. A film based on them, Abernathy Kids to the Rescue, was made in 1910. Louis later became a lawyer and Temple a businessman.

Theodore Roosevelt (October 27, 1858, to January 6, 1919) was the 26th president of the United States.




Chapter One
 Setting the Stage: Teddy Roosevelt and the Movies

Jerry Holt

In the sweltering early June of 1898, Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, after weeks of waiting, finally found their passage both to Cuba and to glory as heroes of the Spanish-American War. The young Roosevelt had been constrained to cajole, bargain, and threaten his men into preferred boarding on the Yucatan, but even at the age of 40, he didn’t take “No” for an answer very often.

As he stood on the Yucatan’ s railing shortly after claiming the ship, Roosevelt happened to spot two men standing on the dock surrounded by very heavy equipment. When he asked them what they were up to, they replied that they were from the Vitagraph Company and had come to take moving pictures of the war. And that’s just what they were: Albert Smith and Jim Blackton were already responsible for mocked-up newsreel about the war in which they had made Spanish and American fleets out of blocks of wood and floated them in an inch of water.

Now they were determined to film the real thing. Roosevelt was delighted. He escorted them up the gangplank on the spot and insisted that they sail with the Rough Rider as his personal guests. A grateful but bemused Albert Smith would later say that on that morning Roosevelt’s “zeal for publicity was alive and roaring.”1

In short, Teddy Roosevelt understood the possibilities of the movies. They may have been in their infancy, but Roosevelt saw the future of film. And that was not an isolated occasion.

Let me acquaint you with another one whose events turn out to be not only about moviemaking but in fact about a movie waiting to be made— one which might have been titled T. R. Meets the Wild Bunch—and They Make a Movie.

If the title sounds wild, wait until you hear the events.

Change the scene now to the Indian Territory, still some years away from becoming a state by the name of Oklahoma. Here, a young man named John Richard “Jack” Abernathy, some 20 years Roosevelt’s junior, was living the life of a cowboy—one that Roosevelt himself, of course, had lived after the death of his first wife. Abernathy had been born in Texas in 1876 and had in fact grown up there. He was an educated fellow who had actually studied music but had wound up playing piano in saloons in Hill County, Texas.

He had also wrangled on the sprawling Charles Goodnight spread— and there he had developed a very special talent. On a lonely ride one day he had been beset by wolves and had seen his favorite dog killed. He swore vengeance upon the creatures and set about learning effective ways to kill them. The fact that their hides brought $50 a throw did nothing to dampen his enthusiasm either.

Abernathy developed a bizarre technique for killing the wolves: he ran them down bulldog style, at which point he actually claimed to be able to get them to seize his forearm and he literally stared them into submission. He said he could hypnotize the wolves—and many witnesses affirmed that this was just what he did.

With a talent like that, Abernathy quickly gained notoriety. Soon he had moved his base of operations to Indian Territory, but not before he married: he and Jessie Pearl Jordan wedded in Texas in March 1894. Jack and Jessie believed that the opening of the Oklahoma Territory offered an opportunity for a new life for them, and so it did: Jack’s increasing reputation with the wolves led—and perhaps there is some logic to this—to a career in law enforcement.

By 1901 he was an Indian Territory undersheriff. In this capacity he dealt daily with the most desperate of men: the criminal horse thieves and train robbers and—you name it. This element became Jack’s new prey. Did he hypnotize them? No—he arrested them, he jailed them, and, if necessary, he shot them. He was so good at his job that he was shortly appointed deputy U.S. marshal for western Oklahoma.

Of course, a fellow’s got to have his recreation too. Thus, Jack continued to catch wolves in his spare time—a goodly number. And he and Jessie had children: there were ultimately be six born to them. The first two were boys, Louie and Temple. They will shortly become important to this tale.

Do you sense a collision-course story emerging? That would be correct.

By now, of course, Teddy Roosevelt has charged San Juan Hill, won the war, and came home and became governor of New York and vice president under McKinley—and, because of an assassin named Czolgosz whose bullet found McKinley, president of the United States.

Roosevelt is a traveling president: he likes to see what his country is all about.

In April 1905, in between refereeing the Russo-Japanese War and mounting an attack on the meat-packing industry, Roosevelt’s travels took him to the Indian Territory, there to meet—yes—Jack Abernathy.

“Let’s see what this wolf-hunting is all about,” the president challenged Abernathy—and what he got in answer he later called “the finest demonstration of intrepid hunting I have yet seen.”2 Their day on the trail bagged them six wolves, a catch Roosevelt found so bully that he forthwith named Abernathy U.S. marshal for Oklahoma. He also offered him some good advice.

He told Jack that he ought to take a look at this new-fangled invention called the movies, because what Jack was doing was certainly movieworthy.

Abernathy was deeply grateful to Roosevelt and remained so for the rest of his life—just how grateful, in fact, we will shortly see.

Jack set about securing the services of a motion-picture company— Mutoscope of Kansas City. But he also determined that he, in true auteur fashion, would both direct and star in his own film. And he would exercise casting control.

There can be no doubt that Abernathy had a visual sense. His autobiography is filled with strikingly visual passages. Here he is on the 1905 tornado at Snyder, Indian Territory—one of the worst in even that state’s tornado history:


Of all the sickening sights I ever saw in my life, the scenes at Snyder were the most pitiable I ever witnessed. Perhaps the worse of the scenes was the pile of dead men, women and children placed in the morgue which formerly was a dry good store . . . the sight of the children killed, whose little arms dangled from the shelves, was the most heart-breaking of all.3



Clearly, here is an individual with a pictorial sense. But moviemaking had to be put on the back burner again and again as Jack’s duties as marshal summoned him. Here is an account in an early biographical piece of one of Jack’s exploits as a lawman:


Another interesting event in the life of the Marshal was his capture of a band of five bank robbers practically single-handed. He had been told that the men were planning a midnight raid of the bank and postoffice, so he went to that point, accompanied by one deputy. He arrived just as the bandits were working on the bank’s vault, and called upon them to surrender. They immediately opened fire on Abernathy, but the latter, an unerring marksman, returned the fire, and when the smoke had cleared away three of the bandits were dead, the others prisoners, and Abernathy and his deputy unscathed.4



It sounds just like it’s waiting to be filmed, doesn’t it?

Abernathy finally did get around to commingling both, a wolf hunt and a bank robbery, to film—in the year 1908. Filming took place near the Wichita Wildlife Preserve and at Cache—a very small town close to Lawton, southwest Oklahoma. And what a dream cast! Abernathy’s lawman pals Chris Madsen and Bill Tilghman, the last peace officer ever to be killed in a true standup frontier gunfight.

And then there was Quanah Parker, the pacified but unregenerate Comanche chief. When Parker had been told by a government official shortly before all this that, since he was now a member of white society, he was going to have to give up four of his five wives, Parker shot back: “You tell ’em.”

And there was Al Jennings, the reformed train robber who was so inept at his work that the passengers used to shoot at his gang through the windows for sport. In some kind of great Wild West cosmic joke, Jennings, while doing time at the Ohio Penitentiary, had shared a cell with G. Stratton Porter, in jail for embezzlement and on his way to becoming O. Henry; imagine the conversations they must have had!

Jennings was pardoned when Porter spoke in his behalf—to Porter’s good friend Theodore Roosevelt. Honest—I’m not making this up.

The films this group created can be seen, in snippets, on the screen today—or, at least, on YouTube.* Abernathy is prominent, riding his great white steed Sam Bass. But the others are there, too: Tilghman wears the black hat. Jennings is clearly seen at the beginning of a film called Bank Robbery and Quanah Parker at the end. The staging and filming is basic, to say the least—but there is a fuzzy magic in these images. It is clear why Roosevelt was encouraging Abernathy to look to the movies.

Two films were dispatched to Roosevelt’s White House where they became an evening of entertainment for Roosevelt, the chief justices, and all their families.

* * * * * *

There’s another movie story here as well, which can claim the Roosevelt– Abernathy relationship as its center. It’s an amazing one.

Jessie Abernathy, by all accounts a wonderful woman, had died, leaving Jack with the six children—two boys, four girls. This all was made more difficult by the fact that Abernathy was still a working lawman and was often away chasing criminals.

In 1909, just before one of his absences, the two boys, Louie and Temple, asked if they could ride from the ranch to Santa Fe. They were eight and four, respectively. Imagine this: Jack let them. He knew the territorial governor there, and he had plenty of friends along the way. Temple was so small that he had to mount his half Shetland pony from a porch and slide down its left foreleg to dismount. But they went. They returned safely, though there was one unnerving aspect to their homecoming. Abernathy was running to welcome his boys when he saw that they were being followed at a distance by some men on horseback. This bunch waited until the boys were nearing their home, and then they rode away. Several days later a crude note came—evidently from the leader of a band of rustlers! It said:


I don’t like one hair on your head, but I do like the stuff that is in these kids. We shadowed them through the worst part of New Mexico to see that they were not harmed by sheepherders, mean men, or animals.5



The next year, based on the success of this ride, the boys undertook another one. Roosevelt, now out of office, was due to return from his travels, which had included an African safari and a European speaking tour. And he was thinking of challenging Taft, his hand-picked successor who, in T.R.’s opinion, had gone far astray from what Roosevelt thought was good for the presidency.

In salute to Roosevelt, Abernathy dispatched his sons, now nine and five, on horseback once more: from the ranch at Frederick, Oklahoma—to New York City!

Abernathy had only three rules he insisted upon for his sons during this ride: “Don’t carry more than five dollars on your person at one time; don’t ride into more than a foot of water—and say your prayers every night.”6 Can you imagine what Mom, looking in from the next world, was thinking about all this?

Roosevelt himself sent them these words:


I want to see you game, boys. I want to see you brave and manly, and I also want to see you gentle and tender. . . . Alike for the nation and the individual, the one indispensable requisite is character.7



On the less lofty side, Roosevelt did not fail to see the publicity value in all this. The children quickly gained the title “The Rough Riding Abernathy Boys.” Every place they stopped along the way, the media turned out— not to mention entire cities complete with brass band after brass band. They stayed overnight with Quanah Parker. They met Wilbur Wright in Dayton. They had a private audience with the disowned President Taft when they rode through Washington, D.C. And they went to church in New York and sat in the Rockefeller family pew. And the pictures popped through all of it.

In New York they rode first on the deck of the U.S. Revenue Cutter Dolphin, and then they rode in Roosevelt’s parade. One of the pictures catches Temple tipping his hat. Isn’t that just right?

What did Roosevelt tell them? “I want to see you game . . . and brave and manly . . . and also gentle and tender. . . .” It’s all there, isn’t it? Embodied in that fine gesture which seems somehow poised on some tightrope between a real frontier past and a movie future—just like this country in the year 1910. “Alike for the nation and the individual, the one indispensable requisite is character.” That, too, is caught up in this image. And again, for these individuals·and perhaps for this country at that very special time.

Would you believe that, under the sponsorship of the Brush Automobile Company and the Touring Clubs of America, the boys were now given a brand-new Brush touring car to drive—by themselves—back to Oklahoma? They practiced driving for one afternoon in New York City—don’t try that these days—before they took off. Temple was so small that he had to perch on the edge of the seat and lean against the steering wheel to even touch the pedals. Those boys set a cross-country record getting home: 2,512 miles in 23 days. They nicknamed their car “The Wildcat”—and that’s the name the Brush Company later used to market it.

Those little boys just kept at it. The following year they were going to race an elephant and a donkey from New York to Baltimore, but the Humane Society put the skids on that one. And then they did go out again: cross-country on horseback from Coney Island to Golden Gate Park. If they made it in 60 days, they were to collect $10,000. They did, too—but they didn’t collect the money: Louie was riding Abernathy’s own loyal mount Sam Bass, and the horse, old by that time, chose to die facing to the west. Even though it was offered, they figured that taking the money for a ride that cost Sam Bass his life just wouldn’t be right: “the one indispensable requisite . . . is character.”

Teddy Roosevelt and Jack Abernathy—and the Rough Riding Abernathy Boys. Now, there’s a movie just waiting to be made!


* http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tqE_waFa6Vs.
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In the musical Chicago, inspired by the much earlier play of the same name and the subsequent 1942 film Roxie Hart, celebrity is the goal—the means be damned. Maurine Dallas Watkins, who wrote the play, had been a reporter for The Chicago Tribune, covering the shocking trials of Belva Gaertner and Beulah Annan, both of whom were acquitted of killing their lovers, acquitted amid sensational media coverage and hoopla. Watkins’s play, now performed as Play Ball (to differentiate it from the musical) is a sharp send-up of the media circus that often begets celebrity and of the ambitions that get people into the center ring. The play is part of a new genre focusing on the cynicism behind media success that, between the World Wars, would include Harry Leon Wilson’s Merton of the Movies (1919), Frances Marion’s Minnie Flynn (1925), Sinclair Lewis’s Elmer Gantry (1927), Horace McCoy’s They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? (1935), and Nathanael West’s The Day of the Locust (1939), in addition to numerous films and plays. Roxie Hart and many of the others (both fictional characters and the real people they were based on) believe that achieving celebrity is the greatest goal in the world—in part because they equate celebrity with financial security on the grandest scale. Each celebrity is a brand, and brands, in the contemporary world, are the heart of success.

In a way, it is this early era of media celebrity that allows us to best understand the value of celebrity now, three-quarters of a century later. At that time, when media possibilities were relatively limited (movies, radio, and print were the mainstays, and each was available in ways much more restrictive than today), celebrity was much more focused and yet more generalized. It was focused in the sense that the numbers of stars were fewer and generalized in that everyone knew all of them.

That period was also the first era when celebrity branding really began to mean something, where fame really could (all by itself) bring financial reward: witness the character Sheridan Whiteside (based on Alexander Woollcott) of the 1939 play The Man Who Came to Dinner. His fame, nothing more, allows him to rule the household where an accident has confined him.

There certainly had been celebrity perquisites and remunerative endorsements even before World War I, but it was between the wars when the monetary power of celebrity began to be most widely felt. Being famous became the goal of many at that time—and has remained their goal since. The stars of reality TV are little different from Gaertner and Annan (or from the Abernathy boys, for that matter)—though they may not have had to kill someone to gain media attention, none of them has to use real talent to get it, either.

Essayist Martin Kich explores the creation of celebrities out of killers to illustrate just how focused American society has become on celebrity and just why we believe in it as a means to financial reward. Breaking his discussion into four parts, “The Cowboys,” “The Gangsters,” “The Mobsters,” and “The Serial Killers,” he illustrates our fascination with people with whom one would not, generally speaking, want to sit down to dinner, but fascination that has led to branding and sometimes to fortune. Certainly, to the imagining of fortune as the “over the rainbow” of celebrity.

Kich concludes that much of the fascination we have with the desperado comes from America’s own past of struggle and conquest, when it was the unsavory characters at the extremes who, in fact, helped make for the safety at the center. The lives of these people, whether for good or bad (often for bad), make our own much more comfortable.

Edward Zane Carroll Judson (March 20, 1821, to July 16, 1886) was better known by his pseudonym Ned Buntline. He was an important figure in the popularization of the Western adventurer, cowboy, and gunslinger. His own life, though shrouded in the same sort of myths he created, included periods at sea, as a soldier, as a philanderer, and as a killer. Through it all, he tried his hand again and again at making his living as a writer. Finally, seeing the potential of Bill Cody as a fitting subject for his work, he began creating the “Buffalo Bill” myth that Cody himself would soon be making fine use of.

William Cody (February 26, 1846, to January 10, 1917) is best known as the “Buffalo Bill” of his Wild West shows. “Jesus,” wrote poet e. e. cummings in a poem featuring him, “he was a handsome man.” No one, I think, would dispute that
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